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Economic Perspective 4 
THE FUTURE OF COMMERCIAL VEHICLE MANUFACTURE 
IN THE UNITED KINGDOM 
Cliff Lockyer 
Department of Industrial Relations, University of Strathclyde 
Concern as to the future levels of car and 
commercial vehicle manufacture in the 
United Kingdom have arisen once again with 
the announcement of possible takeovers and 
mergers. Exploratory talks with Ford on a 
takeover of the Austin Rover division of 
Bri t ish Leyland proved to be short- l ived 
in the face of Parliamentary opposition. 
Nevertheless, the frequency in recent 
years of such discussions with other motor 
manufacturers - General Motors, Honda and 
Fiat - suggests that s imilar ta lks wi l l 
feature again. In addition, para l le l 
t a l k s wi th General Motors on the 
possibility of a takeover of the majority 
of the commercial vehicle division of 
British Leyland seem set to continue. 
There has been general agreement amongst 
analysts that General Motors' share of 
both the European and Bri t ish commercial 
vehicle market would continue to decline 
in 1985—1986. General Motors' response 
has been to seek the purchase of another 
commercial vehicle manufacturer to bolster 
i t s share of the market. In June 1985 i t 
commenced negotiations to purchase M.A.N. 
of West Germany (currently holding 5% of 
the European markets). When this purchase 
f e l l through i t turned i t s a t tent ions to 
EMASA of Spain. When, in turn, these 
t a l k s f a i l e d , General Motors began 
discussions on the possible acquisition of 
Leyland Vehicles. 
With few exceptions European commercial 
veh ic le manufacturers face common 
problems: a near s a tu ra t ed market , 
increasing losses , and the possible r i s e 
of Japanese competition in the l igh t van 
sector. For United Kingdom manufacturers 
t h e s e p rob lems have been f u r t h e r 
complicated by the i m p l i c a t i o n s of 
l e g i s l a t i v e changes with respec t to 
permitted t r a i l e r weights and increased 
overseas competition, the share of the 
market held by imports having risen from 
24? to 34% between 1980 and 1983. 
Collectively these pressures have been the 
main r e a s o n s for c o n t r a c t i o n s in 
manufacturing capacity. 
Table 1 Registration in UK of goods 
vehicles by country of or igin 
1980 
Belgium 
France 6,475 
W Germany 18,364 
I t a l y 3,502 
Japan 26,064 
Netherlands 1,926 
South A f r i c a 
Spain 3,023 
Sweden 4,128 
UK 201,216 
Others 1,550 
UK as % o f 
t o t a l 75.6 
Source: SMMT, 1984 
1981 
6,062 
16,591 
3,897 
31,721 
1,819 
3,362 
2,810 
146,070 ' 
1,039 
68.5 
\ 
1982 
675 
8,876 
19,200 
4,085 
21,154 
1,869 
3,490 
4,714 
2,420 
159,845 
1,416 
70.3 
1983 
1,107 
12,672 
20,325 
9,232 
27,703 
2,371 
7,439 
4,351 
3,395 
173,424 
2,106 
65.7 
Table 2 Hegislrafcian of goods vehicles In 1963 by "ate 
Bedford H. Leylarl 
Type Badfard (Japan) Qars Vehicles 
Light vans 16,898 - 25,256 -
hfaiiun 4 
heavy vans 11,897 1,278 1 
Light %4 
4 ut i l i t ies - 136 
Rigid 
trucks 5,560 
Arties 611 
14,209 -
6,768 -
- 6,207 
- 1,269 
Fcrd Ford 
IK inpr ts 
22,352 
41,723 
_ 
10,0H2 
577 
4,243 
7,439 
_ 
_ 
-
Source: SOT, 1984 
Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the gradual 
growth of imports of commercial vehicles. 
About 9% of imports are via UK 
manufacturers. Ford's imports of light 
vans from Spain represents 98J of imports 
from that country and its imports of 
70 
medium and heavy vans const i tu te 100% of 
imports from South Africa. 
Whilst imports tend to be of the l i gh te r 
commercial vehicles there i s a trend 
towards developing European rather than 
national models. As commercial vehicle 
manufacturers continue to reconstruct 
the i r European a c t i v i t i e s the volume of 
transnational trade will increase. This 
wi l l render BL increasingly vulnerable, 
unless i t merges. 
Corporate pol icy for m u l t i n a t i o n a l 
commercial vehicle manufacturers appears 
to be following the pattern established 
e a r l i e r for pr ivate cars . The bus and 
coach d i v i s i o n , i s s t i l l essent ia l ly 
organised along national markets, although 
as Table 3 demonstrates imports have 
significantly increased their share of the 
market. 
Table 3 Registration of coaches and buses 
by make 1980-1983 
1980 1981 1982 1983 
Bedford 905 524 346 284 
Leyland 3,059 2,332 1,844 1,801 
MCW - 214 415 
Imports 491 436 647 784 
Import share 
of market 8.5 9.8 17.2 21.1 
Leyland and 
MCW share 52.8 52.5 54.6 59.7 
Source: SMMT, 1984 
As i s c l e a r from Table 2, the bus and 
coach sector faces both a declining market 
and r i s i n g i m p o r t s . The Laird Group, 
which controls MCW i s seeking to control 
the market and reduce o v e r c a p a c i t y by 
a c q u i r i n g Leyland Buses. As Table 3 
demonstrates, such mergers would dominate 
t h i s s e c t o r a s i t e n t e r s a pe r iod of 
u n c e r t a i n t y about market s i z e fo l lowing 
t h e d e r e g u l a t i o n of road p a s s e n g e r 
t r anspor t . 
Disaggregation of UK production s t a t i s t i c s 
s u g g e s t s t h a t a t a k e o v e r of Ley land 
vehicles by General Motors would r e s u l t in 
considerable changes to the production of 
both f i r m s p l u s the l e v e l of Japanese 
imports. 
There are four elements to Br i t i sh Leyland 
commercial v e h i c l e s . F i r s t , BL c a r s 
produce l i g h t vans and vans based on ca r 
bodies. Secondly, Range Rover, based a t 
S o l i h u l l , p r o d u c e 4 x 4 and u t i l i t y 
v e h i c l e s . Recent ly , Range Rover has 
undergone a r a t i ona l i s a t i on of production, 
r e d u c t i o n s i n employment and heavy 
investment in new produc t ion f a c i l i t i e s . 
Th i rd ly , Leyland v e h i c l e s produce the 
heavier commercial vehicles and the fourth 
e lement i s the produc t ion of Leyland 
buses . The c u r r e n t p r o p o s a l s invo lv ing 
General Motors a r e for t h e takeover of 
Range Rover and heavy goods v e h i c l e 
d i v i s i o n s . However, under t h i s p r o p o s a l , 
BL Cars would s t i l l r e t a in a considerable 
commercial van produc t ion capac i t y ( see 
Table 2). I t would be d i f f i c u l t to dives t 
from BL Cars those vans d e r i v i n g from 
p r i v a t e c a r v e h i c l e s . General Motors 
would s t i l l be in t h i r d p l a c e in t h i s 
s e c t o r behind Fords and BL Cars. I f 
General Motors sought expansion in t h i s 
sector such expansion would most probably 
be via c o l l a b o r a t i v e arrangements with a 
Japanese producer. By providing access to 
two major d i s t r i b u t o r ne tworks , such an 
arrangement would o f fe r t h e o p p o r t u n i t y 
for Japan t o s i g n i f i c a n t l y i n c r e a s e i t s 
share of t h i s market which i s c u r r e n t l y 
on ly 8%. Land Rover a l r e a d y f a c e s 
i n c r e a s i n g c o m p e t i t i o n in the l i g h t 4x4 
v e h i c l e market and would be considerably 
vulnerable. Dis tor t ion of t h i s market by 
imports would have a 'knock-on' effect on 
the Austin Rover divis ion. 
I t would be n a i v e t o assume t h a t 
g u a r a n t e e s and a s su rances between t h e 
Government and any purchase r would be 
s u f f i c i e n t t o ensure c u r r e n t employment 
and output l eve l s . The experience of such 
agreements wi th Chrys le r in 1976 and PSA 
in 1978 do not provide much optimism for 
s i m i l a r a r r a n g e m e n t s i n t h e f u t u r e . 
Moreover, a n a l y s i s of GM and BL goods 
vehicle production indica tes c o n s i d e r a b l e 
d u p l i c a t i o n of models . There would be 
t h e need fo r some r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n of 
models . Given t h e g r e a t e r age of Bedford 
vehicles , t h i s suggests tha t Bedford might 
su f f e r d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y in any such 
r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n . A d d i t i o n a l l y , t h e 
f i g u r e s c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e the e f f e c t s of 
i n t e g r a t i n g p r o d u c t i o n i n t o a m u l t i -
n a t i o n a l c o n t e x t . Fords impor t 16% of 
t h e i r l i g h t vans and 15% of medium and 
heavy vans. Volvo impor t s 52.3% of i t s 
r i g i d t r u c k s and 80.8% of a r t i c s . Thus a 
product of any takeover would, a lmost 
inevi tably, be an increase in the sourcing 
of v e h i c l e s from abroad and a consequent 
reduction of investment and production in 
the UK. 
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